Great continued this process, and Russia had never been nor would ever be so much a part of the West as during her reign. Europeanization resulted in nothing less than a cultural revolution that caused two deep fissures: a break with traditions that dated back to the ninth century; and a break between the westernized urban elites and a peasantry untouched by modernity.
Events at the turn of the century brought Peter's and Catherine's innovations into question and set off an ongoing debate between Slavophiles, who cherished the pre-Petrine past, and Westernizers, who championed the tenets of European modernity. The bloody episodes of the French Revolution along with Napoleon's invasion of Russia tarnished the glow of Western innovations and their generally uncritical acceptance by the elite. At the same time, the defeat of the French Emperor in the Patriotic War elevated the status of the common people, or narod, by demonstrating that they could shape Russia's destiny. Once its troops led the allied army into Paris in 1814, the nation emerged unquestionably as a great European power. But it did not have a great or even distinct native culture or history that could resonate both with elites and narod.
Nikolai Karamzin had famously said, "We became citizens of the world but ceased…to be citizens of Russia. The fault is Peter's." Karamzin began to fill the cultural gap with his History of the Russian State (1816-29) , revealing the richness of the country's past that Peter had shunted aside in favor of a generalized Western identity. The historian's discoveries of this new Russian world-for which he was likened to Christopher Columbus-resulted in an unprecedented sense of national uniqueness and patriotic pride.
In Russia and throughout Europe, the post-Napoleonic era sparked a surge of nationalism and the flowering of Romanticism, challenging the universalism and classicism of the previous century. The focus now centered on the unique population, history, and culture of each individual nation. From London to St. Petersburg, a fascination with the folk and bygone eras encouraged the new sciences of archaeology and ethnography and prompted an urgent desire to possess a documented history. Scientists embarked on expeditions, and the accompanying artists produced richly illustrated volumes of antiquities, monuments, and ornament, which became an indispensable link to the distant past and reflected the nationalistic fervor of the times. The recent invention of chromolithography meant that, for the first time, these images could be widely disseminated in vivid color, and their publication was seen as a patriotic act of public enlightenment.
The new mood of Romantic Nationalism found its Eden in the Middle Ages, which had long been scorned as unworthy of attention. Now, medieval revivals-as varied as the emerging nationalist movements they accompanied-sprang up across Europe along with clear political undertones. In England, Germany, France, and the United States, artists like Augustus W.N. Solntsev's gifts exactly suited the spirit of the age, with its combination of patriotic nostalgia, religious sensibility, and scientific objectivity. Although he never left Russia and worked in isolation from artists abroad, like them he intuitively understood the power of ancient artifacts to shape a coherent national identity. Sifting through the multiple layers of distant history-Greek, Viking, Byzantine, Turkic, Mongol, and Slav-he wove the fragments he found into a single image of Russia that has proved remarkably enduring.
Pugin and Eugène Emmanuel
Solntsev's father, born an estate serf but working in St. Petersburg as a theatre cashier, recognized his son's talent and enrolled him in the Imperial Academy of Arts in 1815. He graduated nine years later, having won two gold medals, one for his depiction of a peasant family, even at a time when genre painting was considered inferior to grand historical canvases.
While still a student Solntsev attracted the attention of Aleksei Olenin, president of the Academy of Arts and an eminent artist, archaeologist, and ethnographer with close ties to the throne. In Olenin's home the young man met the leading cultural figures of the day, including Alekandr Pushkin, Russia's "national poet," who also reflected the spirit of the age by creating Russia's modern literary language and finding inspiration in Russian folk tales. Olenin's dream was to rescue from oblivion and to document ancient Russian artifacts and monuments-meaning items dating anytime prior to 1700-and publish them for the benefit of the artistic community and the public at large. In an era prior to photography, the archaeological and ethnographic expeditions which Olenin had in mind required an accomplished illustrator, and he found his man in Solntsev, who had been recognized early on for his powers of observation and the precision of his draftsmanship. In fact, when the professor of perspective at the Academy of Arts, Maksim Vorob'ev, paid a visit to Olenin's study, he tried to pick up a gold plaque that fascinated him, only to discover that it was a watercolor by Solntsev. While the artist copied from "nature," he lent such vitality to the objects that they acquired more life than the original. The cult of medieval monuments was central to the imaginings of Romantic Nationalism. As the sites of momentous events and valiant deeds, cathedrals, palaces, and fortresses were imbued with the ghosts of the past; they also functioned as historic shrines, stages on which rulers and people could gather to enact rituals of nationhood. In Russia, as elsewhere in Europe, it was a short step from recording the remains of ancient buildings to restoring them to their former glory. Since the late seventeenth century, the cathedrals and palaces of medieval Moscow, Kiev, and other old Slavic cities had been neglected, unsympathetically modernized, or demolished, and their ancient frescoes repainted or even plastered over. As the tsar's trusted servant in all matters involving Russian art and archaeology, in the 1840s and 1850s Solntsev found himself a pioneer in a nascent historic preservation movement.
Since the previous reign, efforts had been made to restore the entire Kremlin complex.
In furthering the project, Nicholas appointed Konstantin Ton as chief architect and Solntsev as chief artist. For two years, in the late 1830s, Solntsev designed parquet, carpets, doors, stained glass, tile stoves, and window frames for Ton's Great Kremlin Palace, which was built to replace the one burned down in 1812. Basing his designs on the churches and palaces in the greater Moscow area, in 1837 Solntsev also undertook a major restoration of the royal apartments in the Kremlin's Terem Palace, which had fallen into near ruin. Using surviving fragments as a guide, he re-created the interior decorations and furnished the rooms with period pieces, thereby creating an essential element of the Russian style in interior decoration: covering extensive surfaces solidly and lavishly with ornamental motifs and sacred figures of the type found in frescoes and icons.
In the 1840s, the tsar dispatched Solntsev to Kiev for restoration work and the copying of antiquities. The restoration of the eleventh-century Cathedral of St. Sofiia was part of a larger state project to secure/consolidate Imperial Russia's claim to the patrimony of Kievan Rus'.
After discovering the original Byzantine frescoes and mosaics beneath a layer of later plaster, Solntsev was entrusted by Nicholas with overseeing the restoration of the interior. The artist pioneered the technique of removing subsequent restorations layer by layer, recognizing the importance of preserving the historical integrity of art and architecture. However, at this time in the history of preservation, accuracy was not necessarily the aim but rather an "inspired, creative reinterpretation" of the past as it might have been and as distilled through the poetic vision of the artist.
2 In other words, like Viollet-le-Duc Solntsev did not consider himself to be a mere copyist, but one whose imagination re-created the past. It goes without saying that future preservationists would roundly criticize both men for their "barbaric" treatment of antiquities.
In the 1840s, the very busy Solntsev also began working for the Holy Synod-the group of twelve prelates, chaired by a lay over-procurator, who administered the Russian Orthodox Church. Having undergone a kind of "religious resurrection" during a trip to Novgorod in 1833, Solntsev accepted these obligations as a sacred duty. He performed a variety of tasks:
repairing a wall painting at a cathedral in Novgorod, illustrating prayer books for members of the imperial family, designing communion cloths, and drawing church calendars so elaborate that some consisted of 4,800 figures of saints. Solntsev's motifs were based on his discoveries of objects found in sacristies throughout old Russia, and his designs were widely imitated, thereby creating a kind of ecclesiastical Russian style.
Solntsev was equally influential in the field of icon painting at a time when the Byzantine canon was increasingly threatened by the influx of Roman Catholic elements. Solntsev instituted a course in icon painting and restoration at the St. Petersburg Theological Seminary that was taught from 1844 to 1867 and was imitated in seminaries throughout the empire. He was one of the few contemporary artists competent to comment on and offer reforms in this area. As a painter professionally trained at the Academy of Arts, he understood the technical details and had an appreciation for academic aesthetic norms; at the same time, as a devout Orthodox Christian, he was conversant with the canonical criteria needed to ensure that an icon was worthy of veneration; in addition, his archaeological/ethnographical work meant that he had full knowledge of the traditional composition of Russian icons. His expertise with icons also resulted in his being appointed to a commission to strengthen Orthodoxy in the southwest territories, lands absorbed into Russia after the Partitions of Poland. He designed over two hundred iconostases both for existing Orthodox churches that had fallen into disrepair and for new churches constructed for Russians who settled in the territories as part of the overall imperial project to introduce Russianness throughout the empire.
During all of his travels,Solntsev also worked to compile a dictionary or pictorial encyclopedia of Russian costume as part of the effort to underscore the ethnically heterogeneous nature of the Russian empire. Instigated by Olenin, the project reflected the Romantic spirit of the era that paid attention to those of humble as well as royal birth. In the Russian case, the peasant was further elevated as a source of authenticity, untouched by Europeanization. Even before Solntsev, the rich diversity of ethnic and regional dress of "the peoples of Russia" had Solntsev's greatest achievement was to demonstrate that a rich native culture had existed prior to the eighteenth century, when West European customs were adopted by the Russian elite. Like his counterparts in other countries, Solntsev went beyond simply recording historical fragments to show how they might form the basis for a revived national style in the decorative arts and architecture and inspire contemporary creations. In his design in the late 1840s for a dinner service to be used at the wedding of Nicholas I's son, Grand Duke Konstantin Nikolaevich, Solntsev created the prototype for a distinctively Russian revival, using the historicist principles that dominated European design and architecture in the nineteenth century.
Working in gold, silver, porcelain, and bronze, the commitment to historical accuracy required the precise transcription of each detail (for example, the helmet of the thirteenth-century Prince
Aleksander Nevskii on the lid of the coffeepot). Yet the desire for a rich field of decorative and symbolic effects allowed for eclectic combinations of motifs from an array of disparate media and periods. The resulting blend was soon to be celebrated as the Old Russian style.
Beginning Two other essays deepen our understanding of the Nicholaevan era and the intellectual climate surrounding Solntsev. Nathaniel Knight provides a vivid description of the development of ethnography in Russia, its strains and its struggles, and in particular the debate over the use of visual materials, whether it be of the Solntsev variety or the brand new medium of photography.
Irina Reyfman recounts the "obsession with history" evident in the Russian prose of the Nicholaevan era, with writers turning out a slew of novels that take place in Kievan or Muscovite Russia and betraying varying degrees of knowledge or ignorance about the very material objects Solntsev was so busy drawing.
Visualizing Russia explores one country's grand project to craft a national past in the course of the nineteenth century and the unprecedented power of visual images to bring that past to life for a broad audience.
